
  
    [image: Night Race]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        NIGHT RACE

        By

        Ashley R. King

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2022 Ashley R. King

      

        

      
        Edited by Heather McCorkle.

        Cover Design by MiblArt.

        All stock photos licensed appropriately.

      

        

      
        Published in the United States by City Owl Press.

        www.cityowlpress.com

      

        

      
        For information on subsidiary rights, please contact the publisher at info@cityowlpress.com

      

      

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and not intended by the author.

      Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior consent and permission of the publisher.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR ASHLEY R. KING

          

        

      

    

    
      “King debuts with a delightful, character-driven rom-com, Painting the Lines about two underdogs working toward redemption… an expert at balancing chemistry and tension to create a couple readers will root for. Fans of slow-burn romance will be swept away.” — Publisher’s Weekly

      

      “Forever After is SUCH a fun read-the perfect blend of paranormal and contemporary romance with a side of mystery. The unique premise of a vampire reality show hooked me instantly, and the descriptions and details from the confessional booth to the coffin beds kept me absorbed in the fantastical world that Ms. King created.” – Kat Turner, author of Hex, Love, and Rock and Roll

      

      “Painting the Lines is a fast-paced, chemistry-filled, feel good sports romance! Who knew tennis could be so sexy? Game. Set. Match. You’ll fall for Amalie and Julian in straight sets, guaranteed.” — USA Today Bestselling Author Natasha Boyd

      

      “Lovely characters, smart dialogues and a great romance! Both characters were lovable, and I couldn't get enough of them!” — Read More Sleep Less

       

      “The characters in The Wilde Card are so sweet and their connection is so so genuine. I cried and I laughed, and I laughed until I cried. My heart is so connected to this story, and I'm honestly blown away.” — Colby Bettley, author of Christmas at the Grotto

      

      “I really cannot wait to see what Ashley comes up with next! There was absolutely no hesitation in deciding to rate this book five stars, it's truly well deserved!”– Naomi, This Ginger Loves Books Blog

      

      “I love Autumn. I love Oliver. I love the whole concept of this book. I loved it all so much I got a paperback so I can read it all over again. If you want to read a paranormal romance with memorable characters, a clever premise, and a compelling mystery, you *need* to read Forever After!” – Gabrielle Ash, author of The Family Cross and For the Murder 
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      Arizona circa 1888 may be a fun place to visit, but the Time Capsule Fantasy Resort didn’t mean to crash land there.

      It’s up to Walter Doyle, inventor of the new technology, to find and repair the missing cloaking device without altering the timeline. Easier said than done when he runs into a real-life, real-sexy Annie Oakley named Sadie. From the moment she points her shotgun at him, he’s smitten.

      All Sadie Rogers wants is to be left alone to mind her ranch and her son, something the men in town wouldn’t be keen on if they found out her husband was dead. Keeping a low profile gets more complicated when the handsome Wally shows up on a hush-hush mission from Washington. When his top-secret contraption kills a man on Sadie’s property, she hides the evidence. Though, she might be convinced to turn the thing over in exchange for Wally posing as her new fiancé to help save her ranch…

      With sabotage afoot and a town full of corrupt cowboys and nosy neighbors, can Wally and Sadie find a way to solve both their problems? Maybe. But they’ll create an even bigger one while trying—how to hold on to love that transcends time itself.

      
        
        READ NOW
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      Theodora Nash leaned over the edge of the Rio Grande Gorge Bridge, drawing in a deep breath as her emotions finally quieted. The drop was nearly seven hundred feet and, in her opinion, still wasn’t quite high enough.

      Light from the bridge illuminated the night, and she took a step backward, releasing part of her bungee cord so it pooled at her feet. Stars dotted the navy sky like freckles, and it should’ve been beautiful. The sight should’ve poked at Theo’s heart, begging her to immerse herself in the experience, but she wasn’t here for that. Yet again, she chased the same thing that she had for the past three hundred and thirty years, and she’d never found it. Probably never would.

      Even after all that time, she still thought about her old life. About Jonathan, too handsome for his own good, especially with that smile and laugh. Theo shook her head, suppressing a grin at the memory.

      Would it ever not hurt? Would she ever find a way to calm the incessant buzz of guilt and regret that seemed to smother her from day to day? Or was she doomed to live out her immortal days like this? One adrenaline-soaked adventure after the other?

      “We’re still waiting for a few more people, and then we’ll get started,” Syd, the jump organizer, called from the entry point of the bridge, his hands cupped around his mouth.

      Theo held up a thumb. It didn’t matter. She had all night to wait. And then she’d hunt for the next biggest drop or maybe race a car along the Autobahn. The world was her oyster and all that.

      A poof behind her, signaling a vampire changing from bat form to human form, startled the humans scattered nearby. They were still clearly not used to vampires, even though her kind had made themselves known to society about three years ago. At least there had been one thing that surprised her in the endless monotony.

      Theo didn’t have to turn around to know who the other vampire was, catching a hint of the familiar scent of leather and spice. She fought the urge to hang her head, instead standing up straighter, keeping her eyes ahead on the sea of lights in the distance.

      “Bored, huh?” she asked.

      “Guess you could say that. Although worried is more appropriate. What the hell are you doing out here? Isn’t this the fifth jump you’ve done this week?” Andreas moved into her view. He looked formidable and handsome in his designer coat and classic Andreas scowl, his rich umber skin forever frozen at thirty. Copper eyes bore into hers as he ran a hand over his short curls before moving to his neatly trimmed black beard.

      “I thought we’ve been over this, Andreas. I don’t need a keeper. I’m a vampire. You of all people know that.” She shrugged off his concern as she toed the edge of the bridge again.

      Andreas blew out a breath. The poor guy had appointed himself as her vampire dad and watcher ever since he turned her on that fateful night in 1692.

      “I worry about you, Theodora. It’s been a while since you’ve been home, and we miss you.” He shoved his hands into the pockets of the perfectly tapered onyx trousers fitting his tall frame like a glove.

      Obviously, there had never been anything romantic between them. One, Theo couldn’t fathom loving anyone aside from Jonathan, no matter how much time passed. Sure, she’d heard lots of talk about a mate bond, the type of bond signaling two beings were, in fact, soul mates. Yet she’d gone so long without finding that, which further proved Jonathan was her one and only. Two, Andreas found his mate not long after he’d turned Theo. Davina was part of the “we” he spoke of. The truth was she missed Andreas and Davina, but being around them served as a reminder of what she lost that last summer of her human life.

      She clenched her fists at the memory, anger still surging through her veins after all this time. “I miss you both, but I’ve got to do this. You know why.”

      Andreas helped facilitate her revenge right after she’d been turned. It was something Theo could never thank him enough for. As a matter of fact, that was the one moment in this whole long, miserable life that she never regretted. Those assholes had it coming to them, and if given the chance, she’d do it all over again. In a heartbeat.

      Her oldest friend placed a hand on her shoulder, causing her to meet his eyes. His dark brows were furrowed in concern. She hated that she put that look on his face.

      “Theo, this isn’t healthy. We can help you if you come home.” His lips twisted to the side in thought. “There are plenty of other hobbies, like…drums or drawing. You could even go back to your roots and maybe open up a midwifery or revisit the healing arts.”

      Yeah, because that would go over well. Blood and all.

      She tucked her black hair painted with a rich silver ombre behind her ear, steeling herself for the admission coming forth from her lips. Andreas knew what she actually sought all this time and thought it pointless. After all, he’d been around since, well, forever. He hadn’t actually told her an exact year, but he gave off the vibe of a powerful and ancient vampire—yet he had never heard of anything that could help her plight. She tried to arrange her face into a placid expression but felt her nose crinkle regardless.

      When she spoke, her words were hushed, as if said too loudly, they might not be true. She met his stare head on. “I found it, Andreas.”

      He froze, which said a lot since vampires were preternaturally very still. He dropped his hand from her shoulder and ran it over his curly hair, a ragged breath drawn from his lips.

      “How?”

      Theodora tugged at the bungee rope for something to do with her hands. A scoff escaped her lips because she had a feeling he wouldn’t believe her answer. She squinted as she turned to face him again.

      “A reality TV show.”

      A disbelieving smile curved his mouth as he shook his head. “No way.”

      “Yep. It’s called Night Race. It’s like that original race reality show, you know, but for vampires only.”

      Night Race was brand-new and boasted that contestants would race across the world in the hopes of locating a spelled chalice. Normally Theo would snicker and move on, but this particular artifact could be the answer to all her problems.

      Andreas lifted his chin. “And the prize, tell me about it.”

      “It’s a magical goblet that has the power to be used once. The holder can choose to turn into a vampire or a human.”

      And with those words, it felt like the air had been sucked out of the ether surrounding them.

      Her old friend adjusted his jacket, shock still written across the sharp planes of his face. “Are you for sure on the show?”

      She kicked the bungee rope. “No. I’m awaiting a call any moment now. But if I make it on there, you know I’ll do whatever it takes to get what I want.”

      Anyone who ever crossed paths with Theodora knew that much.

      Andreas opened his mouth to say…what? To disapprove or support? She couldn’t tell by his expression. She knew he struggled because he’d “made” her, and he didn’t do that lightly.

      Before he could say anything, Theo’s phone rang inside her zippered jacket, and she stepped back from the edge of the bridge, holding up a finger to him. “Hello?”

      A male voice came through the line, thick with an Australian accent. “Theodora Nash?”

      “It depends on who’s calling.” She propped a hand on her hip and tapped her foot, impatient that this entire outing was becoming drawn out. She should’ve already jumped and turned into a bat, just to freak out the organizer. The idea made her lips curl, her fangs poking out.

      The voice on the other end of the phone spoke again. “This is Max Wilson, the director of Night Race.”

      She straightened, swinging a wide-eyed glance at Andreas, who observed her carefully. Max had also recently directed a hit vampire dating show, Forever After, which garnered a lot of press. There were allegations of murders on location, of contestants being paid off for their silence, things like that. Things that made her suspicious of the director and producers, but it didn’t matter in the long run because this could be her chance if Max was calling about what she so hoped.

      “In that case, yes, this is Theodora.”

      “I’m calling to congratulate you on making it onto the show. I’ve heard a lot about you through my colleagues, and I think you’d be a fantastic addition. Your entry video was well done.”

      It wasn’t. It was straightforward and to the point. But then again, maybe that’s what Max wanted. Her heart fluttered in her throat at the idea of what she so desperately sought all these years to be within her grasp. So close. Even so, she never liked to appear eager. It was all part of the I don’t give a shit persona she’d perfected so well over the years. One that had kept her heart safe, locked away cold and unfeeling, but safe.

      “If I say yes, when do we start? I’m currently in New Mexico, and I have things to do.” She had nothing to do, but he didn’t need to know that.

      Max didn’t miss a beat. “The last Friday of October. Our plan is to take a chunk of November to film since the days will be shorter, giving us more time out and about.”

      A reality show filled with vampires definitely had its limitations. She didn’t say anything, and Max filled in the silence like she figured he would.

      “We’d meet at the airport in Jacksonville, Florida. If you agree, I’ll forward all the details to the email address you provided on your application.” He paused. “Can I count on you to join the show?”

      She knew her answer the moment she picked up the phone, but she wasn’t one to make anything easy on someone like him—the Hollywood director type who only cared about ratings and money instead of the lives of the people on his show.

      “Hmmm,” she drawled out, enjoying the serpentine smile that cracked her lips. She heard Max shift on the other end of the phone, and that made her grin grow even wider, made her happy for the first time in a long time. “I suppose so.”

      The director chuckled. “I had a feeling you’d say that, even if you’re playing hard to get. It’s not a secret that you’ve been after what we’re offering for centuries. I’ll be in touch soon.”

      And then the line went dead.

      Lovely.

      She tucked her phone into her jacket and turned to Andreas. “I’m on the show.”

      He looked pained, but even still, he was her friend, so he managed a smile for her.

      “You know how I feel, but more than anything, I want you to be happy, so I support you.” He took her hands in his and squeezed them once before dropping them. “But be careful.”

      Theo nodded. “Of course. Careful’s my middle name.”

      Andreas snorted and gestured toward the bungee rope at her feet, causing her to laugh too.

      She shrugged. “Okay, maybe not. But what do you say we jump and change midway? Give these humans something to really freak out about?”

      He shook his head, a smile still on his lips. Even so, he got sorted with the jump organizer, who didn’t mind another jumper.

      “The more, the merrier,” Syd had said with a grin as he accepted Andreas’s money.

      “Ready?” Andreas asked as they lined up on the edge of the bridge.

      It felt as if that question was twofold. Ready for the jump? Ready to find the chalice that could change everything?

      “I am. I feel like everything’s led to this moment, Andreas.”

      He released a beleaguered sigh. “I hope you’re right, Theo.”

      From behind them came Syd’s voice. “All right, everyone, on my count, we jump. Remember everything we discussed in our practices…”

      Theo already tuned him out, feeling a little lighter with a plan in place. The instructor finally began to count down, and on three, Theo and Andreas jumped. Wind whipped Theo’s hair back from her face, taking her breath with it. Dizzying adrenaline pumped through her, bringing her to life, making her feel for a precious moment. Midway through, she and Andreas transformed into bats, their veined wings flapping in the cool evening air, reveling in the freedom as the bungee cords fell away.

      As they flew into the night to a series of surprised shrieks from the bridge, Theo grinned.

      Night Race, indeed.
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      The end credits began to roll for Fright Night, the original 1985 one, although Aiden enjoyed the 2011 version too. He ran a hand over his bleary, sleep-deprived eyes as he clicked it off and finished getting ready for his day. Sleep deprivation had become a constant, horrible friend these last three years. He usually went for a horror film when it happened since those were his favorites, but even better were vampire films. Maybe then he could glean a way to… He shook his head, trying not to go down that path. He knew it was a dead end, anyway.

      He ran a hand through his dark-brown hair, his fingers brushing the rough skin of the scar that cut through his left brow. Doctors said he was lucky he didn’t lose his eye. A few more inches down, and he would’ve.

      His gaze flicked to the framed picture on his nightstand. Cassidy held her hand up to the camera, showing off her engagement ring with an exaggerated smile, her brown eyes bright. Aiden’s arms were wrapped around her, his forest-green eyes alight with love for the woman he’d just asked to be his wife. Grief expanded in his chest, and he sighed, going through the motions to get ready for work.

      As he slid into his car, he thought about the ornery cat waiting for him at his veterinary clinic. He was pretty sure he’d figured out her issue and was excited to help the animal feel better. On his short commute to work, he tried instead to focus on those things, on the good. He loved his job and knew not everyone could say the same, so at least he had that.

      By the time he stepped into the clinic, he felt more like himself again, something that usually took a cup—or three—of coffee to do.

      “Dr. Archer!” Monica, his receptionist who was a good friend of his mom’s, waved.

      Aiden offered her a grin as he sorted through his stack of patient files for the day. “Good morning. It looks like we have a busy day today.”

      Her expression shifted into one of exasperation. “We do and your sister is in your office. She knows you have a neutering in an hour.”

      He suppressed a smile at that because if Aurora was in his office, that meant he was the one about to be neutered. Or worse, she’d found out what he’d done. He fought a cringe at that.

      “Thanks, Monica.”

      As he headed toward his office, he could almost hear the ominous music playing with each footstep. Aurora Archer-Fredericks wasn’t someone people pissed off willingly. And she was ridiculously protective of him, being the amazing older sister that she was.

      “Aurora, you know there are these things called phones, right?” he said by way of greeting as he opened the door to his office.

      Aurora tsked at him like she was a thousand years old and pulled him into a hug. When she drew back, she had a sad look in her eye.

      “You kind of go AWOL when it gets close to the anniversary, so I wanted to check on you, see how you’re doing.”

      This he could manage. So his mom hadn’t told her what he’d signed up for. He moved around the desk and sat in his chair, motioning for his sister to do the same across from him.

      “I’m okay, Ror. I’m thirty-four years old—I got this.” He cleared his throat. “It’s been three years, and I’m…I’m working on getting on with my life.” Why did those words taste so sour? Probably because they were lies, and he hated lying.

      Aurora had a bullshit detector that rivaled none other. She tilted her head, scrunched up her blond brow, and skewered him with the Archer green eyes.

      “You are so full of it, Aiden. All you do is bury yourself in work and movies. You’re still that happy-go-lucky kid I knew, but there’s a shade over you now, and…” She winced, pursing her lips. “I’m not saying you need to be happy all the time. That came out wrong. What I’m trying to say is, it’s okay to be sad, to grieve, to be angry. But at some point, you have to move on. She would want you to.”

      “I know that, Aurora. I know, and I’m trying. I really am.” He paused and scratched his neck, weighing out his next move. “Maybe this will cheer you up?” He gripped the edge of his desk. Was he really about to do this?

      His sister perked up, a mischievous smile playing across her mouth. “Oooh, I sense dirt. Tell me!”

      He grinned in earnest. “I sent in a video to audition for a spot on Night Race.”

      Silence descended as Aurora stared at him, her smile falling, her eyes shuttering. “No,” she finally breathed.

      Aiden anticipated that she wouldn’t be happy. Hell, his mom had a conniption fit, but it was something he had to do whether they understood it or not. “Yes.”

      Aurora brought her hands to her temples, her eyes wide as she shook her head. “No, Aiden. I mean it. That show will have vampires on it. Vampires.”

      “I thought we discussed that not all vampires are bad.”

      His sister’s face reddened as she shot him a pointed stare. “No, they’re not. But the ones who killed my brother’s fiancée and nearly killed my brother are.”

      “Aurora—” Aiden began, his voice cracking because whether she meant it or not, her words were a punch to the gut.

      Aurora’s eyes went glassy as she leaned forward, clearly not done yet. “I don’t get it. What could possibly have possessed you to even want to go on that show? What’s the prize, Aiden?”

      If she had a problem with him possibly getting on the show, then Aurora would most definitely flip out at the prize. “A magical chalice.”

      “Oh, okay. So like some King Arthur and the round table bullshit? Really? That’s what you’re risking your life for?” She scoffed and sat back in her seat, still massaging her temples, likely feeling a migraine coming on.

      Aiden cleared his throat. “Actually, it’s not like that. The cup gives the winner a choice.”

      She straightened, her fingers dropping to clutch the chair arms. “So help me, God, Aiden, if what I think is about to come out of your mouth…”

      “The choice is to become a vampire or human.” He paused, meeting his sister’s glare head on. “And I want to become a vampire.”

      “You want to become the very creature that ruined your life? Why?”

      “You weren’t there, Ror. You weren’t there when I was helpless to protect Cassidy. If I’m a vampire, I can always protect my loved ones—no matter what.” His jaw tightened. “What happened that night will never happen again because I’ll be the one stalking the night. And then I’ll find him. I’ll hunt him down, and I’ll tear him apart. That’s the only way I stand a chance against him. There are no Van Helsings or Peter Vincents. It’s just me and this boiling rage that simmers here”—he pressed a fist over his chest—“and I have to do this. I have to at least try.”

      Aurora stared at him for what felt like an eternity before scooting to the edge of her chair. “I don’t agree with this at all. I don’t think it’s a good idea because who’ll run your clinic? How will you hang out with your family when we’re all in bed by nine and your day’s just getting started? But maybe I’ve jumped the gun here. Maybe I don’t even need to worry because who knows if you’ll get on the show in the first place?” A sliver of hope threaded those words.

      Aiden’s phone rang. His sister’s jaw dropped open, and she quickly recovered, muttering, “I swear that better not be the freaking show, Aiden.”

      He gave her a bland smile before clicking the speakerphone button. “Hello?”

      “Dr. Archer, you have a call from Lola Mitchell, Max Wilson’s assistant,” Monica said.

      He pulled in a breath. Could this really be what he’d hoped for?

      “Put her through, please.”

      There was a click, and a woman’s voice came through the line. “Hello, Dr. Archer. I’m Lola, assistant to the director of Night Race.”

      Aiden winced, wishing maybe he hadn’t put the call on speaker after all.

      Aurora’s searing gaze burned into him as he spoke. “Hi, Lola.”

      “I’m calling to tell you that should you want it, you have a spot on Night Race. We loved your video and think you’ll do well.”

      Aiden met his sister’s eyes. While she might not completely agree, she knew he had to do this, so after rubbing a hand over her face, she gave him a shaky thumbs-up.

      “Right. I would love to be involved.”

      Lola sounded pleased and then went through the details, including that Aiden would need to be prepared to show up at the Jacksonville International Airport next Friday, October twenty-ninth, at 7:00 p.m. She closed out the conversation by reminding him that the winner not only received the chalice, but also a large cash prize.

      “Wonderful talking with you, Aiden. See you soon.” And then the line went dead.

      Aiden shot Aurora a sheepish look. While he felt a bit guilty for dropping such a bomb on her and making her worry, he wouldn’t be swayed. This was his chance to get some kind of life back, to have a purpose that mattered, to protect what remained of his family. He had to do this.

      She pressed her fingertips to her eyes as she leaned back far enough to look at the ceiling. “Well, I guess that’s that.”

      Yeah. Looks like it.
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      Theo signed all the necessary documents handed to her by Max’s assistant, Lola, not blinking at the mention of possible death if she didn’t make it to the safe house locations before sunrise. She knew the risks when she agreed to the show.

      What did make her snicker, albeit evilly, was the mention of not eating her teammate. Now that was unexpected and hilarious because, well, first of all, this would be a free-for-all, meaning there would be no teammate. That was one of the things that drew her to the show to begin with. The auditions claimed it would be every person for themselves, and given how she lived, it was perfect. Secondly, she found out last minute that humans were included as contestants too, which didn’t worry her. She had her blood-drinking under control enough that she didn’t go off and eat people around her, much less people she knew.

      She laid the documents down on the airport terminal seat next to Lola. Not a single regular passenger could be seen since the show had commandeered an entire terminal at the international airport. A camera crew milled around, not filming yet, but checking out the best places for footage.

      Several contestants were settled throughout. Some stood in clumps by the floor-to-ceiling windows that showcased planes taking off into the night sky. Others sat alone, playing on their phones. A few vampires chatted with humans, and while Theo thought about joining them, she wanted a minute to gather her thoughts.

      She’d been stuck at thirty-two for three hundred and thirty years, although her human memories still remained fresh, as if they took place only yesterday. Running a hand over one of the rips in her jeans, Theo tried to ignore the unbidden images—images of gathering medicinal herbs with her best friend, Elizabeth, making poultices and tending to the sick, of falling into bed with Jonathan after a long and fulfilling day, of helping him run his shipping company during a time when that was unheard of.

      Lola stood up, her heels clacking along the shiny floor as she took center stage in the wide aisle between the rows of seats. She whistled between her fingers, an impressive shrill sound immediately garnering everyone’s attention.

      “I’m Lola, Max’s assistant. Should you need anything at all, call the number on the card you each received when you signed in. I’m human, so that means I’m available to help at all hours. Our last contestant just arrived, so we’re ready to start, but a few ground rules before we turn on the cameras for filming.” She paused and scanned the room, moving her long, stick-straight red hair off her tanned shoulders. “First, you will have a two-person audio and video crew with you at all times. They stay with you and only you, so needless to say, you’ll get to know each other very well. We’ll introduce you all soon. You will need to have your mics on unless otherwise specified. Times when you don’t need to mic up are when you’re sleeping, using the bathroom, bathing, etc. You get the gist, right?”

      Everyone nodded and murmured their agreement.

      “Before we start, I want to introduce you to the director of this brilliant brainchild, Max Wilson himself.” Lola gestured to the side, and Max stepped up.

      Theodora raised a brow because he was handsome, that was for sure. Some of his inky black pompadour had escaped and curled over his eye like an evil villain. He pushed it from his pale face before addressing everyone with a broad smile, showing off his very pointy fangs.

      “Thank you all for being here. Remember, this is not a live broadcast. This show is filmed first and will then be aired later on. Most importantly, I want you to all have fun and be safe. We’re going to get started now by introducing you to your host, Daniel Vasquez-Larson. He has a few things to share, not to mention a last-minute twist.”

      Of course there was. Theo had watched a couple of episodes of Max’s first vampire reality show, Forever After, and had heard about all the contestant deaths he faked just for the sake of ratings. She fought the urge to roll her eyes at whatever Max had concocted.

      A smattering of applause filled the terminal as Max stepped back and Daniel moved forward. Daniel stood taller than the director but was most definitely a human in his early thirties. His black hair was styled effortlessly in a quiff haircut, dimples popping in his warm brown skin, his rich hazel eyes alight with all sorts of mischief. Da-yum. He was gorgeous. He straightened the cuffs of his white dress shirt beneath his navy blazer, which hung over matching tailored dress pants with shiny brown shoes.

      Daniel went into host mode quickly, and Theo could vouch that he was infinitely better and appeared much nicer than Kerrie, the host of last year’s Forever After.

      “Turn your mics on, please,” he began.

      Theo reached down to her pack and clicked the button, trying to ignore the wave of nerves that raced through her body. She welcomed the sensation because their appearance caused all the other emotions to dampen, and she’d gladly take that any day.

      Daniel continued once everyone was miced up and ready. “Welcome to Night Race. I’m Daniel Vasquez-Larson, and I’ll be your host.” He began to walk in front of all the contestants so the cameras could capture everyone. Theo ignored them and instead focused on the host. “As you know, you all are in a race to complete a series of challenges in order to be the winner of the Solis Occasum chalice. This cup is spelled and has the power to turn one person into a vampire or one person into a human. The magic takes a thousand years to recharge after each use, so if you’re a vampire, you’ll have to wait quite some time for the chance again.”

      Theo’s chest constricted at that thought.

      “It’s imperative that you know it is your responsibility to take care of yourself and your safety. Every contestant here has signed a waiver, and Night Race cannot guarantee all vampires will make it to their safe house location before dawn each day. We also cannot guarantee that some of the tasks won’t endanger humans. Our crew will be looked after, but otherwise, that’s the name of the game. If anyone is worried, I highly suggest you leave at this time, please.”

      Wow, this guy even made “Get out of here” sound pleasant. No one moved.

      Daniel looked pleased. “Perfect. Now let’s see if any of you leave after hearing the twist.” He paused theatrically, and Theo could almost imagine a swell of dramatic music being inserted once edited for TV. “We plan to be the first reality show to team up vampires and humans.”

      There was another pause as murmurs filtered through the room, Theo’s brow furrowing as she questioned whether she heard Daniel correctly.

      Seemingly delighted with the bomb drop, he went on. “That’s right. Each vampire will be teamed up with a human for a total of eight teams competing to find the chalice. If this is a problem, now’s the time to leave.” He folded his hands in front of his body as he waited.

      Theo shifted in her seat, uneasy. The last thing she wanted to do was work with a human. They’d only slow her down and, well, be fragile.

      While no one walked, one contestant, a vampire, raised his hand. “The chalice only grants one change, though, correct? So if a team of two wins…” He cocked a brow, allowing Daniel to elaborate.

      The host’s slow-forming smile was downright diabolical, those two dimples of his on full display. “You’re on the right path of thinking. If a team of two wins, they have to decide who gets the cup because it only works once.”

      More hushed whispers spread through the terminal. Worry knotted and wound itself tightly in Theo’s stomach. This sounded like a recipe for disaster. How would that even encourage working together? Maybe she’d go rogue and do things her way.

      Daniel appeared almost smug now. “And before you get any ideas, know that you are required to work with your partner, or you’re disqualified. The winning team will not only win the chalice, but will also split the cash prize of one million dollars.” He paused, letting that sink in. “Now let’s get into our first challenge, which will lead to how teams are picked. After that, I’ll give you more detailed instructions regarding how Night Race will play out.” Daniel clapped his hands together and rubbed them eagerly like that popular meme Theodora always saw on social media. “Is everyone ready?”

      Various excited hoots and hollers surrounded her, but she remained silent. Night Race might be a game to some, but it was everything to her. She would win. She’d do whatever she could to make sure of it.

      No mercy.

      “The first task is for everyone to race to concourse A, Gate A3. But it’s not as simple as it sounds. You’ll pick up a card and will have to do each step found on it—with your luggage in tow.” Daniel did a slow scan.

      Theo cringed as she noted some people brought suitcases that weren’t backpacks or the rolling types. That should be interesting.

      “You’ll have a few obstacles in your way, and once you make it to the gate, you’ll wait for everyone else to join. From there, partners will be chosen, and let’s just say, I can’t wait to see how that all goes down. Now, on my count of three, you’ll race to pick up your cards, which are placed behind that curtain. Lola, if you please.”

      Lola pulled a curtain down from one of the windows, something Theo had just thought was part of the decor. Sixteen cards were affixed to the glass, spaced decently apart. Adrenaline coursed through Theo’s veins as she grabbed the straps of her backpack, making sure it was settled tightly between her shoulders.

      Daniel continued. “On your mark, get set, go!”

      Then the madness began.

      Theo made it to the front of the window, thanks to her sharp elbows, and grabbed a card.

      Take the jet bridge from Gate C7 to the stairs. Below, find a car—the key is in the ignition already. The airport is now shut down just for us. No need to worry about being reckless, so race to the blue lights.

      Not worrying about the rest, Theodora hurried through the bridge and down the stairs with a singular focus. She was in the lead as she slid into a souped-up car with purple lights beneath it. For a terrifying moment, she feared it might not start due to some trick played by the show, but it did. Tires squealed as she took off.

      Behind her, other cars revved to life and started flying all over the place. In the middle of it all was one car driving at the speed of a turtle’s crawl. It had to be a human behind the wheel. No vampire she knew would drive so slowly. She shook her head. Whoever it was driving that car, she did not want to be paired up with them. Scoffing, she pushed her foot down on the accelerator, barreling toward the blue light.

      This would be a piece of cake.
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      Aiden kept repeating a mantra his dad used to say, “Slow and steady wins the race,” in his head.

      Okay, sure, he was driving the slowest of everyone, but some of them were stalling out, and some had already spun their cars off the runway. One lone car with purple lights flashed ahead in the distance, and he fought down admiration for the beautiful raven-and-silver-haired vampire. It’d been a while since anyone had caused him to stumble. But she was his competition, or at least at this point she was. It was highly unlikely he’d get paired up with her.

      He screeched to a halt at the blue light, which was outside what he assumed to be Concourse A. Only one other car had made it ahead of him, which meant he had managed to remain in good standing so far. The card directed him to take the stairway leading to another jet bridge. Shooting out of the vehicle, he raced up the stairs and through the tunnel, stepping out at Gate A3. Cameras followed him as he set off to complete the next task on the card: to locate the Shula Burger restaurant and find a puzzle.

      It didn’t take long for him to find the restaurant, and there along the tabletops sat various bags of puzzle pieces. The lovely vampire with pale skin he’d glimpsed traveling at warp speed was the only one in the place aside from camera and sound crews. Her head was down as she worked frantically at putting a jigsaw puzzle together. She turned as Aiden approached, narrowed her kohl-lined eyes, and hissed at him. After a pause, she did it again before returning her attention to her puzzle.

      Yep. She actually hissed at him.

      While every instinct in him screamed to grab a weapon, he repressed the urge. This was no time to show weakness. For all the other contestants knew, he wanted to be a vampire for the whole “eternal life” crap. And for now, it was best they thought that.

      So what did he do? He offered her a big ole smile as he grabbed his bag and took up the spot at the table adjacent to hers. If he was going to do this, he had to show the vampires he wasn’t afraid of them. But then again, not all were aggressive or even semi-aggressive. He knew that. Despite what had happened, he didn’t hate them all, just the ones who had ruined his life. Vampires weren’t all alike any more than humans were.

      “Really? Out of all the tables, here?” she snarled, even as she kept her focus on the task in front of her. She was pretty close to finishing it, too, revealing what he assumed to be the Solis Occasum.

      Aiden began to piece his puzzle together quickly, thankful for all the ones his mom made him do every time he went over to visit. How most parents framed their kids’ artwork, his mom made her kids do puzzles and framed those instead.

      He shot the vampire a look, still unable to keep from smiling because she was so put out by him. And it didn’t hurt that she was really pretty, the kind of pretty that made people feel off-balance.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had a claim on all the tables,” he said with a chuckle.

      The outer edges were already complete.

      “Shhhh! I need to focus and can’t with all that human noise.”

      Camera people buzzed around them like flies.

      “So would you rather I hiss, then? Maybe snarl or growl? Would that help you focus better? Because I can totally do that too. Whatever your highness deigns most appropriate.”

      Putting the final piece in the puzzle, the vampire looked at him again, even as other contestants finally made their way in and were rushing to start the task.

      “Stay out of my way.” Baring her fangs, she called for Daniel to come over.

      “Theodora ‘Theo’ Nash is our first-place winner for the vampires,” Daniel boomed.

      Theodora. He liked that name. For some reason, it fit her.

      The host gestured for her to wait outside the restaurant, but before she did, she turned around and gave Aiden a feline smile.

      “Suck it,” she snapped.

      “Actually, I think that’s what you do since you’re the vampire. But I mean, hey, whatever,” Aiden volleyed back with a shrug.

      Theo huffed before turning on her heel to wait outside the restaurant. He could feel her searing stare the entire time he worked on finishing the puzzle. His sister would tell him not to poke the bear, but he couldn’t help it, especially when Theo started it. Kill them with kindness was another platitude his family liked to repeat over and over again. Still, he also wanted to let anyone competing know he refused to be a doormat. He might be nice, but there was a line, and once crossed, things got real.

      Shaking fingers snapped the last piece in place, relief settling in Aiden’s bones. He threw his hand into the air to grab Daniel’s attention.

      The man raced over and quickly proclaimed, “Aiden Archer, first place for the humans!”

      He wasn’t entirely sure, but it sounded as if Theo muttered, “Damn it” under her breath. It didn’t matter. This meant he was one step closer to his goal—to revenge and peace. After three long years. The knowledge made him feel lighter as the image of the chalice danced in his mind, a golden cup laced with red and black gemstones that looked more at home in a Tolkien novel than in real life. Then again, who would’ve ever thought vampires were real? But now, after their coming out, the same year Cassidy died, the entire world had changed.

      Cameras buzzed around the other contestants, making sure to get shots of them all working. One even hung around him and Theo as they waited, hoping for more banter probably.

      The thing was, Aiden had nothing. He was ready to get this over with. The fact that he’d be given a vampire partner to work with in the first place was nearly enough to send him scattering, but his plan was more important than his comfort. He’d make do.

      In the end, there would be an apparent battle—perhaps the rumors of real murders on the set of Forever After were true? It felt like they might be because it wasn’t explicitly stated, but it seemed like Max had pretty much given them permission to off their partners once they made it to the chalice.

      Fine. Aiden had never killed anything or anyone in his life. Still, he could figure it out, especially since his end game included killing the vampire responsible for Cassidy’s death and his eyebrow scar. He could handle the scar. It served to remind him every day of that night. But Cassidy? He would never be able to bring her back. He clenched his fists at the thought.

      Daniel moved around, declaring contestants finished and putting them in order—humans behind Aiden, vampires behind Theo. The vampire was even more beautiful up close. Jet-black hair colored with silver midway through fell to her shoulders, slightly curled, framing her pale face. Bright-blue eyes, bright like tropical waters rather than the stormy seas he assumed they would be, barely glanced his way. Her legs—clad in black jeans—went on forever, stretching up her tall frame to meet a leather jacket and white T-shirt. Running sneakers laced up tight like she meant business completed the look. Her pink lips seemed to rest in a forever pursed position. Simply put, she was stunning.

      Theo leaned in, her scent entirely at odds with her being—she smelled like a warm, sunny day filled with spring flowers. “I feel sorry for whoever ends up with you as their partner,” she whispered, even though the camera crew stood right on top of them, no doubt capturing every juicy moment.

      Aiden shrugged as he crossed his arms. He might’ve been a little more than pleased to catch her watching his muscles as he did so. Part of his training to become stronger and better was to spend a lot of time in the gym—it also helped a lot with the trauma he went through. He popped his bicep muscle, biting back a smile as Theo realized she’d been caught checking out the competition.

      Her blues eyes skewered him, but he was unaffected. He tilted his head toward his arms. “I think my partner will be pretty lucky. They might even like my arms.” And then, just because this was the first time he felt some semblance of not being a zombie sluggishly going through life, he shot her a wink. Aiden Archer was not the kind of guy who winked at the ladies. Ever.

      He met his fiancée in college, and it took him forever to get up enough nerve to even ask her out. Even with the assurances of his closest friends, who’d done recon work for him on the matter, he still bumbled his way through things with her, disbelieving that a woman like Cassidy would even look at a guy like him.

      Theo rolled her eyes and turned back to the action, watching the contestants push and fight their way through the puzzle. If the competition was already this heated, he wondered what it’d be like once they were actually competing for the Solis Occasum.

      After the final contestant finished, Daniel drew everyone’s attention back to him. All the contenders stood in two lines in the middle of the airport in front of the burger place, eyeing their host expectantly. Glancing at them, Aiden wondered what brought each of them here. A chance at eternal life, to be stronger maybe, or walk in the sun. The last one tugged at his heartstrings, but he couldn’t let himself get sucked into sympathy. This was his chance, his prize, and he would not be beaten.

      “Excellent job with that challenge, everyone!” Daniel’s grin went from easygoing to mischievous, and Aiden instantly felt uncomfortable.

      What did the show have up its sleeve? With each passing moment, he was starting to believe all the rumors about the director, Max Wilson.

      “So here’s the catch. We’re pairing you up based on how you finished the last task. If both lines would face each other—that’s your partner for the next month.”

      The camera crew circled them like sharks in the water, desperate to capture everyone’s reactions, ranging from excitement to disappointment. Aiden should’ve felt something akin to dread at having to fight with the disgruntled vampire in front of him, but instead, he felt…glee? Happiness? Anticipation?
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